Adjuvant radiation therapy increases disease-free survival in stage IB Merkel cell carcinoma.
Merkel cell carcinoma (MCC) is a rare and aggressive cutaneous malignancy. Adjuvant radiation increases survival in advanced stages, but efficacy in stage I disease is unknown. A retrospective review included all patients treated for stage I MCC during a 15-year period at Vanderbilt University Medical Center. Among 42 patients, 26 (62%) had a negative sentinel lymph node biopsy (stage IA) and 16 (38%) had clinically negative lymph nodes (stage IB) at the time of resection. Analysis using Cox regression revealed that higher stage and absence of adjuvant radiation are associated with increased disease recurrence (hazard ratio, 6.29; P=0.003 and hazard ratio, 4.69; P=0.013, respectively). Controlling for stage, radiation therapy significantly increased disease-free survival among patients with stage IB disease (P=0.0026) in a log-rank test comparing Kaplan-Meier curves. These findings support adjuvant radiation therapy in stage IB MCC patients with clinically negative lymph nodes who do not undergo sentinel lymph node biopsy.